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This essay is a historical demonstration on the prefoundly pragmatic
character of Confucian scholarship, via a description of the Sung (960-
1279} Confucians’ hermeneutical debates over the Mencius. Schelarly
debates in Confucianism are themselves political wranglings over legitima-
tion of a political institution, policy decisicn, and irs implementation.

Such a phenomenon is rarcly seen elsewhere in the world.

This essay has threc sccllons. Scction A spectlies why the Mencius-
ontroversies took place in the Sung cra, the four causes that catapulted
the Menciuy into a stonm cenler of debuies during the Sung years.
Scction B details what the debates were about, the contents and processes
ol these Mencius-controversies belween the pro-Mencius scholar-olficials
and ithe anti-Mencians.  Section C concludes with some novel implications

on Chinese hermencurics as polilics,

A. WHY THE MENCIUS-CONTROVERSIES

To begin with, we must ask three questions cencerning the historical
background and significance of the Sung debules over the Mencius. (i)
Why did the Sung scholar-officials debate over the Mencins, and not any
other writings? (1) Why did the debates happen specifically during the
Sung period?  (i1l) What significance did such a sccemingly purc scholarly
debate have for concrete political ife? (1) The first two questions ask
for causes for the Mencius dcbaies; (2) the lasi one, when answered,
consritutes thetr result.

A.l. The first two questions, why debales over the Mencius and
why 1 the Sung period. can he answered together by four historical

causes as follows: (4) canonization of the Mencius in the Sung period, (b)
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the historical situations between Mencius® times and the Sung period, ()
the Mencian idecal of populism becoming the yearning target of Sung
Confuctans living under ditficult rimes. and, most umportantly, (d) Wang
An-shih's adoption of the Mencius as basis for his New Referm move-

mernrt.

Ala. It was during the period of Sung dynasty that the Mencrus
came to be canonized as once of the noteworthy Classics.  We have four

cumulative cvents which came together to canonize the Mencius.

Emperor Chen Tsung of Sung ( HE |, r. 997-1021) showed respect
for the Mencius by ordering a commentary on it to be written, and Sun
Shih ( #8488 . 962-1033) wrote Meng Tzu Yin-i (T8 ) in AD 1014
Then Emperor Jen Tsung ( {747, r. 1022-1063) of Northern Sung had a
stone lablet erected (A 1061), on which wuy carved the Mencius with
other cight standard Classics, which raised the status of the Mencius up
to that of the classic.” Ther on June 29 of 1084, Emperer Shen Tsung
{ A52, r. 1067-1084) of Northern Sung celebrated Mencius in the Confu-
cien temple.?  From then on, Mencius drew attention among scholars who

wrote on Mencius, both pros and cons.

Chu Hsi (¢

7. Hul-an B 1130-1200) came to adopr the Mencius
end compiled the "Four Books" with other three classics  the Analects,
the Grear fLeamning, und the Docirine of the Mean.  Finally, in 1313,
Fruperor Jen Tsung (* 5% ) of Yuan (r. 1311-19) adopted Chu Hsi's Ssu
Shau Chang Chit Chi Chu (Collected Commentaries on the Four $0oks)
as a standard text out of which questions are produced for the siate exam-
inations.”  From that time on. the Mencius became one of ihe “must

reads” with other threc classics.  Formerly the celebraled phrase was
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"Chou, K'ung"; now people say, "K'ung, Meng,” indicating that Mencius

was now next in status to Confucius.

This fact of canonization provoked two scholarly phenomena about
the Mencius: First, the book was now paid special scholarly attention as
one of the Classics. Yet, Secondly, "attention” means not just veneration;
it also meant critiques, sometimes quite vehement.  Peculiar to the
Mencius or not, critical attention o the Classics was not unheard of in

China; the Classics were merely "noteworthy,” not always unconditionally
revered. In any case, it was thus thal the period of Sung was the period
during which the Mencius came to be debated over among Confucian

scholar-ofTicials.?

A.1l.b. The book of Mencius drew critical attention among the Sung
scholars because the Mencius’ situation which provoked his writing paral-
leled the sitwation of the Sung period those scholar-officials were in.
These two situations were both characterized by people’s intolerable

suffering under political oppression.

Mencius® situation of popular miseries in latter part of the Warring
Period (463-222 B.C.) were due to three factors: First, short-sighted
feudal profiteering was so widespread that the Mencius had to open with
a discussion of the distinclion between {-rightness {sharing) and /i-profit
(hoarding).” Secondly, there was rampant political mismanagement.
Mencius described the situation thus: those rulers “robbed their people of
their right seasons, rendering them unable to till the lands to care for
their parents, who starve in freezing cold, and brothers and families were
scattered.” (1AS) Finally, rulers of his days were all addicted to continual

wartare for cilies and lands, for which people lied dead and rot in the
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ficlds (1A6}.

Although Mencius® situation of popular miseries was not cempletely
paralleled the Sung situation, the following political situation in Northern
Sung was noteworthy: First, centralization of political power in imperial
court,® accompanied by the weakening of powers of prime ministers,”
strengthening of security snd espionage network,® and promotion of liter-
ary debates as means of consultation concerning pelicies, which
contributed to the weakening of the military and invited invasions of

Nomadic people living in marginal territorics.

Mencius® situatlon of popular miseries prevcked Mencius® passional
ideal of populism, the people-centered government. It was natural, then,
that centralization of powcer during Sung dynasiy strongly reminded the
scholar-officials of Mencian ideals, over which they could not help but

debule.

Ad.c. The last paragraph above deserves expanding as a scparale
factor responsible for the Mencius-debate.  The topics discussed among
concerned scholar-officlals were typically the mode of government (roval-
ism and 1ts fegitimation). legilimation of policies thaet made people miser-
able, ete.  FPor those scholar-offictals were caught in two incompatible
worlds: they were snbjecrs at the imperial court of political reality, while
they yearned after the ideal world of popular happivess. These were at
the core of Mencius® writing, and so Mencius’ ideas — wang-pa distine-
tion, ruler-ruled relatien, cic. — naturally came into debates as part of

possible forms of government.

Ald. Specifically, Wang An-shib ( %4~ . 1021-1086), an avid

reader and lover of Mencius, used Mencius® ideas and ideals as the basis
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for his Reform movement, and used his high position in the court to
promote Mencius on every possible occasion.” Such a "one-sided
favoritism™ over Mencius naturally provoked an anti-Mencius sentiment

among Wang’s opponents. Debales over the Mencius ensued.

A.2. Now whal was the result of all this? What significance did
such a seemingly innocent, scholarly debate over the Mencins have for
the nitty-gritty of political situation? The answer was the concrete politi-
cal impact such controversies had, during the period, on policy decision
and implementation, such as on Wang’s Reform movemeni. Furthermore,
the irnpact went beyond such a piecemeal ad hoc manner. It went to the
very root of political institution and manner of governance as such —
rovalism or populism, true king or hegemony, the ruler-ruled relation
being relative or absolute. Those conscientious scholar-officials, even
among (he royalists, may have hoped to admonish the monarchs, on impe-
rial treatment of the populace, more or less tacitly via these innocent-look-

ing scholarly debates over the Classics.'®

One must confess that this was something unheard of in the West,
We are yel to hear of canonization of Thomistic ideas provoking more
critical controversies over Thomism than its veneration, much less such
scholarly debates having direct political impact on political institution.
policy making and implementation. But this was what happened during
the period of Sung dynasty. We are now to see what constituted the

Mencius-controversy in the Sung period.
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B. WHAT IN THE MENCIUS-CONTROVERSIES

Whar irked the anti-Mencians and provoked their coniroversies was
Mencius® departure from royalism which was the ruler-centcred gover-

nance. for vopulism which was the people-centered governance.

spectfically, their controversies were concentrated on three notional
areas which support and are implicd in Mencius™ anti-royalism: (1) wang-
pa distinction, (2) ruler-ruled relation, and (3) whar the "Tao" means. In
these three arcas of controversies they critically cxamined the legitimacy
of Mencius' anti-royalism.  The debares went as far as to atracking the

very orthodoxy of Mencius.

B.1. The crucial bone of contention in Mencius’ aversion 1o royalism
was his distinction between two kinds of rulers — wang T and pa 7. (a)
Mencius and the pro-Mencians took the distinction to be that of humane
wang versus inhumane pd. (b) The anti—Mcnciaﬁs took it as a mecre
distinction between rulers over lurge territories {wang) and those over

smaltl ones {pa).

B.l.a. The pro-Menciuns took the distinction as a moral one, and
morality — Mencius vividly described 1t as the heartfelt intolerance at
people’s suffering (pu jen jen chih hsin, 7“7 AZ.{: )--is as absclule a
prerequisite of rulership as it 1s both naturally ingrained in us and inher-

ent in the texrure of the heaven and carth themsclves (2A72, 6, 6(’\8),11

Negeiively putting the above political-metaphysical view throws the
wang-pa distinction Info a typically anti-rovalist relicf.  Unlesy the roler
lets his suffering-intolerant heart-mind (pu jen jen chih hsin, SN2 A0 )

lcad him toward suffering-intolerant government (pu jen jen chih cheng)
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(1A7, 2A6), the world would be in horrendous misery and confusion,
wherein the "ruler” is no legitimate ruler (wang) but a mere despotic
rascal fit to be removed (1B8). The pa-ruler controls people with brutal
force under the pretext of humaneness; the wang-ruler moves by humane-

ness {jen).

Sadly, in contrast to the legendary Three Dynasties wherein people
lived together happily under one wang-ruler after another, the world of
Mencius® days was ruled entirely by pa-rulers; the world was all
“flooded"” with "fire" of miseries (2Al, 3B3, 6A18). Since pa-brutality
came from royalism which was the ruler-centered government, Mencius
was deadly opposed to royalism. Since royalist brutality was particularly
felt among the people, and since suffering-intolerance concerned the
people, advocating the government of suffering-intolerance amounted to

promioting populism which was the people-centered govermment.

Thus this Mencian and pro-Mencian view effectively undermined
royvalism for populism; the very name and essence of "government”
consists in managing affairs to promote popular welfare, and nothing else!
And this view was what stuck in the craw of Sung imperialism and the

royalist scholar-otficials. They had to do something about it.

B.1.b. And ingenicus indeed was what the anti-Mencians did. They
had three points: (a) to lake the wang-pa distinction as that between
ruters with humaneness and justice (jen f) and those without, i§ oticse
and frrelevant to povernance, since humaneness is a sine gua non for
effeclive governmeni anyway, for withont it no politics obtains.’? The
wang-pa distipetion is merely that in rank and extent of rulership.

Besides, (b) the effectiveness of the pa-ruler’s governance over small
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lerritorics derives from his allegiance to the wang-ruler over vast ones.’
Finally, (c) since political effectiveness originates in humaneness and

Justice (jert £), boil the legendary Three Dynasties and lale ones such as
Ch’in, Hen, Sui. and T’ang, have all been effective, there are no qualita-
tive differences between the Three Dynasties, on the one hand, and the

luter ones, on the olther. '

B.2. A natural and 1mportani corollary to the above debate on the
wang-pa distinction 1 rulership, was controversies over the ruler-ruled
rclation, as 1o whether it was {a) merely relative and contractual, or (b)
absolutely binding, inbherent in the very texture of the heaven and earth

themselves.

B.2.4. For the pro-Menciuns the ruler-ruled relalion was a correlative
contractugl one.  This was a nawral outcome from Meneius” anti-royalist
populism: if the sole business of rulership was to care for the pcople,
then the rolership lasts only so long as this rolership-obligation was
fulfilled. "Let the ruler take his subjects as his hands and feet, then the
subjecty shall take him as their hearts and souls;... let the ruler take his
subjects as grass and dirt, then his subjects shall take him as their rival
and enemy.” (4B3) Ming T7ai Teu (r.1368-98) was reported to have been

fiereely raged over this passage.'?

Such Mencius® contractual ruler-ruled relation came from two sources:
populisin (min pen) and meritocracy (shang hsten). Populism relativizes
rufership nto o contractual one; rulership 1s legitimated on this populist
ground. Furthermore, the ruler needed popular inputs for his effective
government, and meritocracy arose; those more sensitive and sagacicus

among common people jostled into the courts of the feudal lords to have
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their views heard; hence, merilocracy.'® When they were heard in a
strong state, they stayed; if not heard, or else the ruler was not strong
enough to support them, they left for another ruler. Hence, contractual

relativism within the ruler-ruled relation (cf. Mencius, 3B2, 4),

B.2.b. Naturally the anti-Mencians could not put up with such a
view subversive of imperialism. They attacked Mencius for inciting an

extremely undesirable aftermath, disrespect and disloyalty to the rulers.

Ssu-ma Kuang (Chhn-shih, 1019-1086) cited the historical example of
Chou Kung assisting King Ch'eng when the king was quite young; his
behavior of respect of rank disregarded the values of virtue and age.
Mencius wanted people to value virtue and age as much as rank (2B2),
but without Chou Kung's exemplary behavior, Ssu-ma Kuang was afraid
that people might well become insubordinate because of their pride on

virtue and/or age.”

Simifarly, Li Kou { ZE &l , Tai-po F% , 1009-1059) castigated
Mencius lor being so unfair to Chou monarchs; they were merely a bit
weak, not at all as bad as Chieh 4, and did not deserve disloyalty which
Mencius advocaled.”® Cheng Shu-yu (UK ) said that Mencius wanted
those feudal lords to act as if they were legendary rulers such as King
T’ang and King Wu, but Mencius never obtained the ruler’s instruction to

do so0."?

The anti-Mencians further noted that whar made the rectification of
the names (cheng ming, 154 ) of rank-distinction work was the ruler’s
own “rectification of the hear-tmind" (cheng hsin, I ) in the sense of
his moral self-cultivation. This was at the base of rulership. And so the

ruler’s self-cultivation (hsid yang, 2% ), the rectification of the (abso-
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lute} name (cheng ming) of ruler-ruled relation, and royal managing of
the world (ching {un, #£#5 ). these three went together in a mutually

supportive relation.??

Fundamentally, Ssu-ma Kuang insisted that Li ( #5 , rite) and Ming
( %4, namc, distinction)--the ruler-ruled relation — is absolutely needed
(for the faw and order of our communal living}, an csscntial part inherent
in the very order and texture of the universe.’’ Confucius fully promoted
this aspect of political management; he refused to be served by the feudal
lord of Wei as if he, Confucius, were a monarch, on the ground that
would have violared the Li of name (distinction). For Confucius was a
mere commoner.> Then Ssu-ma Kuang cited several historical exemplary
subjects who were loyal to their deaths to their monarchs.” He casli-

gated assassing of rulers as never deserving of the name, "rightcons" (/,

B.3. The last point in the above sub-section brings us to two funda-
menlal problems: (a) whether Mencius was wilhin the line of Confucian
orthodoxy at all, which in turn raised the question of (b} what the basic
order of things amounts to, that is, what the Tao {14 ) of the universe
mcans, cspeciatly in a political context.  This sub-scction (reats these

basic issucs as debated by the Sung Cenfucians.

B.3.a. In their desperation, the anti-Mencians went all the way back
o the root of things about Mencius, and noted three obvious points about
him in relation to Confucius: first, Confucius was not as scvere in criticiz-
ing the rulers as Mencius did, much less to the exient of advocating
populism ggainst rovalism; second, Mencius clearly stated that he was a

disciple of Confucius; and three, Confucius was the undisputed origin of
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Confucian orthodoxy. Given these finally points, the question naturally
arose as to how orthodox Mencius was in the official line of Confucian-
ism. Anti-Mencians labored on documentation to prove that Mencius was

not an orthodox Confucian.

Since Mencius’ discipleship under Confucius and Mencius’ anti-royal-
ism hardly require documentation, the anti-Menciuns just culled historical

materials on incidents of Confucius paying loyal respect to rulers.

One cited by Ssu-ma Kuang was mentioned in the above sub-section
2.b. on how Confucius begged off being treated like a ruler by the feudal
lord of Wei.?

Cheng Hou-shu ( 81 EAL, Shu-yu fl& , ca. 1135) said, "Confucius
said that if there were anyone who possesses him [i.e., his loyalty], that
‘person’ would be the Eastern Chou; this was Confuctus’ true heart-mind.
In contrast, Mencius lived in the land of Chou, lived on the grains of
Chou, and vet was without the heart-mind of Chou. This showed how
much deviated from Confucius Mencius was, despite having studied under

. T
Confucius."™®

In short, as Li T’ai-po succinetly swmmed up the contrast, "The Tao
of Confucius is "The ruler be ruler-ty. the ruled be as the ruled should

be.” The Tao of Mencius is, 'Evervone can become the ruler,'"?’

The pro-Mencians were of course not silent. Typically Yu Yiin-wen
(5730 . 1res 1163 ) said, "Confucius had been feceived by 72 feudal
tords, without urging them to pay special respect to the Chou rovalty. . .
Even 1if Confucius urged those feudal lords to be loyal to the Chou

royalty, their growth in strength would have eventually toppled down the
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Chou. Confucius must bave known all this which was not discerned by

b B o wl
those vulgar Confucians of today."?

Similarly, Chu Hsi (Hui-an, 1130-1200) said, "Confucius edited the
annals of Ch'un Ch’iw to help revive the declining Chou dynasty;
Mencius went about persuading feudal lords to revive the [true] kingly
way (wang fae). Thelir different behaviors in differing times nonetheless
n29

shared the same objective. [‘or Confucius respected the Chou also for

the sake of the berefits of common folks.?"

CE L 1092-1159) chimed in,

Chang Chiu-ch’eng { LB, Tzu-shao
saying, “The ruler regards his people as his body: the people regard their

1 And so, he continued, "To fulfill the Tao of ruler-

ruler as their heart.
ruled relation is to adhere to the love of people. Those who do not serve
the ruler with the motive whereby Shun served Yac do not pay true
respect to their rulers.  Those who do not govern people with the motive
whereby Yao poverned peoole amount to robbing (fse) the pcople. What
wits Shur’s motive of serving Yuo? Tuking people as the top-priority |in
his political agenda]. What was Yao's motive of governing people? Also,

takirg people as the top-priority fin his political apenda]."*

l'urthermore, Menciug was far from being dispensable, as was often
claimed by (he anti-Mencians,  Without Mencius the Tao of Confucius
would have been lost in the violent hands of foul theories, said Yu Yun-
wen S Chu Msi noted that Mencius was the crucial "boatman in the boat

of Six Classies,” presumably to maneuver it through the tides of the

times.

B.3.b. Bul what was the Too of Confucius? Did it differ [rom the

Tao claimed by Mercius?  To raise this sort of Tgo-questions is to go to
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the very metaphysical root of the Sung debates.

In sub-sections 1 and 2 above, the phrase, "inherent in the very
texture of the heaven and earth themselves” was used to describe the abso-
luteness of both (1) humaneness (in B.l.a.) and (ii) rulership (in B.Z2.b.).
The first one (i} was a common assumptive frame on which both pro-
Mencians and anti-Mencians proceeded their controversies.’® The second
one {ii) concerns the anti-Mencians’ understandable interpretation of the
meaning of the "Taqo," the ingrained principle of all things. And these
two points actually constituted the third of the foci of contentions

between these two Sung rivals.

Li Tlai-po’s resounding anncuncement, "The Tao of Confucius is
‘The ruler be ruler-ly. the ruled be as the ruled should be.” The Tao of
Mencius is, Everyone can become the ruler.’" has been mentioned above
in B.3.a. Li acrually bypassed the content of Mencius® Tao as that of
benevolence and justice (jern {, {7 % ), which entailed the disturbing
conclusion that everyone thus qualified for rulership can be admitted
thereto. It was this disturbing conclusion that Li was attacking by citing
the Tao of Confucius being that of the ruler-ruled relation, eternally

distinct and inviclable.

The pro-Mencians were not slow in detecting the anti-Mencian inten-
tion. Yu Yun-wen responded by saying that the great essential (fa yao,
7UA ) of the Tao consists in benevolence and justice (jen i)," presumably
mezaning thereby that the basis of the ruler-ruled relation resides in the
Jen I, which is, said Chang Chiu-ch’eng,*® so fundamental as never to
be negotiable by any vicissitudes of history. The Tgo of Mencius was

also claimed to be the Jen I by Chu Hsi.®’
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The upshot of all this 1s as lollows. Those who claimed the Tao to
be that of the ruler-ruled relation stressed the inviolability (as stringent as
the order of the universe) of the position of the ruler, because it is parl
of the nature of things, the inherent order of things. Hence, the ruler is
beyond any disloyal critiques. Those who claimed the Tac as Jen |
stressed the importance of qualification and critical examination of the de
facto ruler, as well as a potential invitatlon to any qualified person to
become the ruler, because the qualification is a moral one, and morality
1s an inhecrent part of the texture of the universe which includes any and

all human persons.*®

At this point, we sec how muddled the anti-Mencians' argument now

became. We sce two of their muddled poinis.

ifirst, the anti-Mencians missed the point when they insisted on the
absoluteness of the ruler-ruled relation, as if Mencius were benl on
roppling over the very institution of royal rulership itself. But Mencius
never dreamed of instituting a democratic government; he never insisted
on having people as the ruler. He wanted not people-rulership but people-
centered rulershup,

in other words, Mencius' intention was not about the institution of
rulership as such, bur on the true meaning of the ruler and the qualifica-
tion of the person claiming Lo rulership; the true meaning of rulership 1s
popubism (nol democracy), and so the government of the de jacto ruler
should conform 1o this meaning, to qualily being a truc ruler. Menclus
and pro-Menclans were thus separaling the individual ruler from the pesi-
ton of rulership, whereas anti-Menciany were insisting on such augusiness

of the ruler himsell gue ruler as to be beyond any criticism.
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And yet, secondly, even anti-Mencians themselves had te admii Lo the
necessity of humaneness (jen) both in pelitical management (for its effce-
tiveness. as was mentoned in previous B.l.b.) and in the ruler himsell
gua ruler (as wuas mentioned in B.2.h.). But, then, this their own point
destrovs their insistence that the ruler can never be examined or criti-
cized. Both these points--being blind to the difference between ruler and
rulership, 1nsisting on the necessity of humaneness in the ruler--cxposed

muddled incoherence within the anti-Menciang® position.

Aclually, however, the Sung debates did not proceed in this manncer.

. CHINESE HERMENEUTICS AS POLITICS

It is time for us to (1) summarize what has been said about the Sung
Confucians’ debates over Mencius. Then (2) we will observe in ihem &

Chinese distinctness, hermeneutics as politics.

C.1.  Wg first survey what the above pages described, the Sung
Confucians’ debates over the Mencius, as to (a) how they came about,

and (b} what all these debates were about.

C.l.a. To begin with, how did ihey come about? Section A above
says that they came aboul by way of canonization of the Mencies during
the Sung period. Canonization drew critical attention among scholar-offi-
clals, both pro- and anti-Mencian, to the new Classic of Mencius. Furthicr-
more, iLowas the sitvation n Mencius’ days of popular miscrics which
provoked his ideals.  This Mencian situation of popular miscrics paral-
leled the Sung sttuation of popular miseries; such a parallelisin provoeked

the Sung scholar-officials to deeply meditate on the Mencius, and debate
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about it. Their scholarly debules came o bear direcily on thetr political

decisions over policies and cven political institution itself.

(... Then, what were all these debales about? Section B ahove
says that the bone of contention was Mencius™ shift of total alleglance
away from the centralized government of Chou monarchs, relying instead
on numerous local feudal lords te scverally practice the benevolent Way
of kingly pelitics (wang tao, 35 ) for popular welfare. This was a shift
to populism, subversive of the avid royalism of Sung times. It also so
happened that Wang An-shih’s New Reform movement was based on
Mencius; Mencius thereby bhecame the target of attacks by the anti-Wang

scholar-officlals.

Mencius®  denial of the absolutc supremacy o¢of Chou monarchy
orovoked hot controversies over Mencius® three basic notional arcas
supporting his denial: wang-pa distinction, ruler-ruled relation, and the

neaning of the "Tao."

First, the wang-pa distinclion was taken by pro-Wung idealists to be
that betwceen the benevolent king (wang) of populism, the people-centered
government  ailegedly practiced during the golden days of Ideal Three
Dynasties, on the one hand, and the sellish brutal despot (pa) of royal-
ism, the ruler-centered government of later period. on the other. The anti-
Mencius realists, such as Ssu-ma Kuang, however, took the wang-pa
distiriction o be merely that between rulers aver large lerritorics and
those over small ones. without any qualitative differences belween these

two groups (rnot "kinds") ol rulers.

Secondly, the ruler-ruled relaiion for Mencins and Wang An-shib was

g relative, contractoal one. That 1s, the de facio "ruler” must fudfill hisg
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oblipation of promoting people’s welfare; the ruler who neglects this
duty, e.g.. in profiteering and continual battles, eo (pso disqualifics
himself from rulership and fits to be removed, forcibly il necessary. The
anti-Mencius royalists of Sung. however, Insisicd on the eternal validity
of the ruler-ruled distinction, the distinction of these “names" being quite
appropriate and absolutely abiding, heing cssential to the ingrained order

{Taa) of things.

Thirdly, the notion of Yg¢ [or the pro-Mencius officials meant the
principle of benevolence (Jen) and justice (7), which can and should be
embodied by every reflective and virtuous person; since the ruler 1s one
who embodics this Tao, this doctrine of the Fao implies that gnyone who
embodies the Tgo is tit to rule, a potenrially subversive docirine of Sung

imperialism.

The anti-Mencius Confucians, however, insisted that the Tao in
Confucius meant the unchangeable order of things, among which they
cited the ruler-ruled class relation. This view naturally consolidated the
royalist position; the ruler-centered government is part of the very nature
ol things. Furthermore. since Confucius was the foundation of Confucian
orthodoxy. and since Mencius seems 1o deviate {rom Confucius® alleged
interpretation of the 7ao as the essential class-relations of things,
Mencius was rejected as outside of the official line of Confucian ortho-

doxy.

C.2. From the above rather straightforward historical description of
what had transpired in what might be called the Sung “politics of
Mencius debates,” we see Chinese peculiarities of hermeneutics as politics:

first, (a} the pragmatic characler of Confucian scholarship; then, (b) the
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common presuppositions of Mencius debates and their implications; and
tinally, (c) how the same text of Mencius can be and has been interpreted

from radically different perspectives.

C.2.a. The pragmatic character of Mencius-debales takes two forms:
{1) the pragmatic origin and character of the Mencian ideals, and (i1) the

political character of debares over Mencius.

C.2.a1, Merncius® 1deals of populist humane government were
provoked by the intolerable miseries among people.  The debates over
Menciuy were provoked by the similarities between Mencius® situation
and the Sung’s. Thus the pragmatic origing of Mencius' 1deals prevoked
debares over Merncius® ideals, which naturally were intensely pragmatic in

implications (A1),

C.2.adi. The heat of seemingly innocent debates over the Mencius
has shown to he pervaded with political scent. The heat was more politi-
cal than scholarly: or rather. the scholarly heat was itself a political one.
Debares over Menciug went to legitimize policies, 1o provide grounds
justifying o new policy proposal. and even as far as to lepitimize a

specilic political irstitution as such (A.2.).

This Iy amazing; we are pressed hard to find parallel cases in the
West.  No debates in the West over policies have vel turned crucially on
scholarly discussion in classical scholarship.  We are yet Lo hear ol the
debares, tn the imperial court of papal or civic rovalties, over how related
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Lithics is 1o his Folitics, or how "orthodox”
Augustine or Aquings was in the Aristotelian tradition, and the like, all

loaded with practical pelicy implications.
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One must append here a sad note, however. The debates over the
Mencius in Sung times seemed to have been a crucial fight between
Confucianization of politics, on the one hand, and politicization of Confu-
cianism, on the other. Confucianization of politics is humanization,
"populism-ization,” of pelitical management; politicization of Confucian-
ism is legitimation of despotic manipulation by sophistic reinterpretation
of the Confucian Classics. Sadly, the latter had won the day during

Sung, as it always has been, both before then and ever since.

In any case, in ways such as this essay delineated, the first character-
istic of Chinese scholarship is exhibited: that it is intensely pragmatic,
full of political overtones. To discuss the Mencius is to debate over

political management.

C.2.b.  Equally significant is to notice whal were nol debated over,
disagreed upon. Three things at least were conspicuously absent in their
controversies--the homo-cosmic continuum, the ideal rule of the virtuous,

and the human nature as genetically, potentially virtuous.

The fact that they were not debated means that they serve as a
common background, a shared assumptive frame of reference, for further
debates over other policy matters. This means that no Chinese politics,
and by extrapolation, no political maneuvers whatever, can afford being
without them. They have to be at least advertised ostensively as grounds
for any policy implementation, including despotic aulocratic ones such as

those during the Sung era.

In fact, the Sung royalists were avid promoters of governmeni by
virtue and equation of social order (the ruler-ruled distinction) with virtue

and integrity. Ssu-ma Kuang insisted that there could not have been a
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distinctron between the benevolent ruler and the despotic one. because

. . L . . gt
without humane virtue (jest) no government is possible.?

He further noled that the ruler-ruled distinction was abselutely bind-
ing, on the ground that disloval subjects and assassing of royalty could
not be called "rightecous (4)," and such disloyal subjects had "ne reom (in

the world) 1o accommodale themsclves'; rebels such as Kuo Chieh ( Fi

e

% 0 district deserved to be destroyed by the Impe-
0

of Kuan Tung <
rial power responsible for law and order in the community.* In sum,
only virtue effectively rules the world, and ihe ruler cultivates himself for

the correct "name” of rulership.?’

All this demonstrates that (ingrained) goodness or virtue is needed, if
not as an absolutc ground then as a practical necessity, (or communal

living. This point may say somcthing about the constitution of the world.

4

. 2.c. [t is interesting te nole how Mencius hermeneutics during Sun
orocecded from iwo radically different political-as-hermeneutical perspec-
tives.  One was populism represented by Wang An-shih; the other was
revalism advocated by Ssu-ma Kuang., ‘The Mencius seems to flex nself

o accemmodate these two mutually opposed interprefive mancuvers.

It 1y instructive. furthermore, 1o observe how the rovalisls mancu-
vered through the populist text of the Mencius, They adopted twe tactics:
(i) what can be reinlerpreted in the text were hermencutically tailored to
thelr account; {11} what cannot be so tailored were simply rejected as purt

of Mencian heterodoxy.

C.2.ca. What cen be reinterprered were two the wang-pe distinction;
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and the meaning of the Tao.

The first wang-pa distinction was usually taken as the distinction
between the kingly {(wang) and the despotic {pa). The royalists reinter-
preted it as a distinction between the ruler over greater territories (wang)
versus the ruler over smalier areas (pa). This interpretation turned the

quality-distinction of rulership into a quantitative one.

The second Minterpretation of the 7ao" was interesting. For Confu-
cius, the royalists claimed, the Tao means the irrefrangible Way of the
trrefragable normative distinction between the ruler and the ruled, whereas
the populists claimed the 7do lo be the natural principle of the humane

(Jen) and the just ().

Their implications are respectively obvious. The absolute ruler-ruled
distinction established the ruler’s position once and for all. The moral
principle of human nature gita human entailed that any person qualified
to be called truly human can and should rule for the promotion of human

communal happiness,

C.2.c.it. As to what were too clearly opposed to royalism to be rein-
terpreted away n any way, the royalists had no choice but to expurgate
from the Mencius, on the condescending ground that Mencius himself
was not orthedox encugh to claim their allegiance. These insurgent ideas
of Mencius were expressed in strong language, such as calling the ruler a
"robber" (ise) who is “incapable” (pu neng, THg ), or a "mere fellow (or
rascal)” (I fu, X ) fit o be killed who does nol care for popular
welfare.  These seditious passages were expurgated because Mencius was

a deviation from the orthodoxy of Confucius.
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What s instructive to note here is the fact that the same classical
text flexes to a considerable extent to vield different interpretations

according to different, even mutually opposed, hermeneutical perspectives.

All in all. the above pages historically bear forth three hermeneutical
truths in our Chinese understanding of the classical text, as to how full of
political-pragmatic tmplications Chinese hermeneutics is, how much
Chinese interpretive controversies require a common humanistic frame of
reference, and how amenable the Chinese classical text is, to a consider-

able extent. to radically different interpretations.

Our essay has shown that all these three points were exhibited in the
solid historical factuality of the Sung Confucians’ hermeneutical debates
over the Mencius, on populism versus royalism, the ruler versus the
ruled, and the meaning of the Tgo. Such Confucian scholarly debates
were themselves wranglings over legitimation of political institution,
policy decision., and its implementation. Such a Chinese historical
pheromenon of hermeneutics as politics is rarely seen elsewhere in the

world,
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